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Abstract 
A retrospective view of the government's policies with respect to equal employment 
opportunity shows a gradual transition from merely suggesting that government will 
integrate people from different gender and ethnicity into the workplace to taking 
proactive steps to increase the representation of women and minority groups in the civil 
service. However, ensuring a bureaucracy that mirrors the population it serves remains a 
daunting task. Some people have attributed at least some of the blame for the failure to 
achieve a fully representative civil service to inadequate support for such eiforts by 
political leaders. Yet, in the context of Malaysia, it is the localization policy that is 
worthy of consideration that shows disproportionate numbers of women and minorities in 
the civil service as opposed to their number in the population. In addition, the perceived 
unequal chances in recruitment and career advancement as well as the low pay 
discourage the minorities' application in the bureaucracy. The important issue raised is 
whether there exists a case of unequal opportunities against women and minority groups 
in the civil service in Malaysia. Building upon this foundation, the paper argues that even 
if bureaucratic representativeness is an important tool for increasing government 
legitimacy, the structural, political and economic features of Malaysia have a bearing on 
the gender and minority representativeness of the civil service at the national and sub- 
national levels. The paper then discusses the dearth of representative bureaucracy 
literature and places this literature within the historical context of Malaysia. The analysis 
finds that there are an increasing number of women and minority groups in all levels of 
government. It concludes by noting that more strategies and policy actions need to be 
taken to ensure that the notion of representative bureaucracy requires more than just 
passive representation but also active representation as well. 
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1993b; Redford 1969; Waldo 19881. Advocates of internal s o ~ m  meanwhile believe 
thaf admjnisfreaim ;discretion is necessary in a complex mbty and suggest that 
bumucmts plice themseIves by inculcating administrative ethics that are consistent 
with democratic values. If admiuistrato1~ continue to subject themselves to pmfmional 
standads and constitutional values, their decisions could be expected to reflect the public 
interest (Frederiokson 1971; Friedrich 1940; Mosher 1968; Rohr 1986). 
Although fith of these appmacihes have been somewhat effective in curtailfn$ the 
administrative power of bureaucracy, there is always f a r  that the s ign i f a t  
discretionary authority, which will always mmain in the hands of bureauc~ds, will 
undermine efforts to check this authority. Krislov and Roseribloom suminctly describe 
this fear when they contend that "it is not the power of public bureaucracies per but 
their ~nrepresedtative power that constitutes the greatest #teat to demmratic 
gov-t If this power m o t  be constrained by legislatures a& political mmtives, 
it oan nevertheless be made to operate dernodcally by making il representative of the 
public" (1981,221- 
The possible expansion of bureaucratic power beyond the confrQl of executive, elected 
officials and citizenry raises the question of the legitimacy of bureaucracy in democratic 
government. One possible way to justify the legitimacy of bureaucracy is based upon the 
pluralii view. The pluralists emphasize the importance of i6m~f groups compefiw for 
control of power. Some scholars argue thart the p l d i  view allows for a wider 
participation of people in the administrative decision making processes. Lowi (19791, for . . example, posits that adamstMve agencies in the pluralist view wuid be more 
representative of the whole population. Similarly, Cook (1992) points out that alignhg 
agencies according to their specific clientele in*reases their legitimacy. Howwer, the 
sontinuom tension that ocwrs beween achinbtrative efllciency and represenfation as 
well as the diffculty of maintaining a proper equilibrium betwean the public interest vs. 
the special interest lessens the legitimacy ofthe bureauctacy. 
In addition to the pluralis view, another argument put forward to legitimize the role of 
bureaucracy in support of demoeraay is the hierarchical view. In this view, bureaucracy 
act5 as an agent of the citizenry and of poiiical institutions ufrdef direct populftf' c ~ t r o l  
(Cook 1992). Similarly. Moe (1984) introduced his principal-agent model to describe 
- - d e m d c  politics - He-poh@ out- that, ILcihm-are p r i d p d s ; - b m u c ~ & i r  
agents. Bureaucratic superiors are principals and bureaucratic subordinates are their 
agents. The whole of politics is therefore structured by a. chain of principal-agent 
relationships. ..on down the hiwpch~ of govemmpnt to the lowest level bureaucrab who 
actually deliver services directly to citizens" (p. 765-766). In addition, Meic'r (1979) 
argues that Woodrow Wilson's prescription for a separation of 'pblifh and 
. administration has become the normatiye fo-ton for the hierarchical view because 
,: the political b m h  of government is in charge of politics and policy making while the 
bureaucracy limits its ho t ion  to admiRitnttian. As a result, the dichotomy ktwecn 
: politics and administration quite naturally leads to the p d p t i o n  that the bWea~acy  
1 should be suberdiiate to the will of the politickins. 
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However, questions were again raised about the legitimacy of bureaucracy in the 
hierarchical view due to the possible abuse of bureaucratic power. Gmber (1987), for 
example, argues that the hierarchical view fails to properly control bureaucratic behavior. 
The main problem, according to her, is that bureaucracies tend to short circuit electoral 
channels of public control. She iontends, 'A range of controls on the discretion of 
bureaucrats to make policy decisions, from very tight to very loose, is conceivable. 
Nevertheless, the structuring of a democratic regime and the placement of the 
bureaucracy in such a regime must adhere to the principle that the bureaucracy is 
distinctive by its subservience to both the rulers and the ruled" (p. 12). After carefully 
analyzing the costs and benefits of various forms of control as well as the attitudes of 
bureaucrats to continuously evade popular control, she concludes that the hierarchical 
relationship between politicians and bureaucrats would not work unless bureaucratic 
behavior is constrained by the resources they seek. 
The recognition.of defects in both the pluralist view as well as the hierarchical view has 
spurred the search for another argument to legitimize the bureaucracy. Key among this 
search is the idea of representative bureaucracy. The argument for representative 
bureaucracy is that representation of various groups in society could provide legitimacy 
for bureaucratic rule. A representative bureaucracy, which mirrors the whole population, 
could legitimately formulate and implement public policies that will be responsive to the 
will of all groups and thus is likely to better serve the democratic government. 
The Rise of Representative Bureaucracy 
A shift from avoidance to acceptance of the reality that bureaucracy would continue to 
generate power in the policy making process fosters demand for a more representative 
bureaucracy. Rourke (1978) contends that although a powerful bureaucracy threatens the 
"traditional freedoms of democratic society, the bureaucratic power can be used to 
protect and extend those freedoms" (p. 396). The idea of representative bureaucracy was 
further highlighted during the Minnowbrook Conference in 1968. In describing the 
themes of the conferences, Marini (1971) points out "we were reminded of relevance, 
social problems, personal morality, innovation, clients, the evils of hierarchy and 
bureaucracy" (p. 5). In other words, bureaucracy has power and thus needs to be included 
in the schenle of representation atid social justice. iiepresenhtive bureaucracy has now 
become essential in a democratic political system. Riggs (1970) asserts that 
representation in all forms of government is critical to the stability of that government. 
He points to the rise of public rebellion in various countries as a consequence of the 
failure to have an equitable representation in the political dimensions of government and 
its administration. He maintains that there is a "need for diverse elements in a population 
to be adequately represented in order for a government to command their loyalty as a 
legitimate expression of common welfare" (p. 570). 
The concept of affirmative action in the bureaucracy is essentially an attempt to increase 
the social composition of the bureaucracy to reflect that of the whole population, 
especially certain underrepresented groups such as women and African Americans 
(Kemaghan and Siegel 1989). The idea that a diverse workforce is more sensitive to 
customers' demands is also gaining momentum in the private sector. Kiel (1994) believes 
7he SecondPublic Adminirholion Associafion ojTho?bnd (PAAT7 Conference on Asio Governance 2014 
that an organization that is reflective of its population will have a better understanding of 
its clients' needs. Similarly, Dresang (1991) agrees that an organization, which mirrors 
society, allows 'itself to greater participation by various groups. Furthermore, a large 
number of private organizations have considered employment diversity to be a good 
business strategy (Darling 1991, Howes 1993). Both Darling and Howes argue that 
affirmative action has now become a prerequisite for future success or even survival for 
any organization. 
The Legacy of Colonial Administration and the Introduction of The Malaynization 
Policy 
The increasing British hegemony in Southeast Asia created a need for an efficient 
administration to better coordinate its economic activities. As a result, a distinct Malayan 
Civil Service (MCS) resembling that of the British Administrative Class and the Indian 
Civil Service was formed to protect its interests as well as the welfare of its citizens in 
the area (Ryan 1965). In addition, subsequent developments in Malaya further 
necessitated the formation of a reliable civil service. This was more apparent especially 
after the 1874 Pangkor Treaty. In this treaty, the States of Selangor, Perak, Negeri 
Sembilan, and Pahang agreed 
to constitute their countries a Federation to be known as the Protected Malay States, 
to be administered under the advice of the British Government. The British 
government, meanwhile, would oversee the administration of these states especially 
in the collection and control of revenues through its representative to be called' 
Resident. All matters relating to Malay religion and custom will be left under the 
jurisdiction of the rulers of those states. A post of Resident General was established 
and placed in the federal capital, Kuala Lumpur. The Resident General was 
responsible for the formulation of policies to be implemented in the newly created 
Federated Malay States (FMS) (Puthucheary 1978.4). 
In addition, the Siamese Treaty of 1909 further solidified Britain's control over Malaya. 
.After t.his treaty, Simese government 2gresd to re!inquish the rights it h2d over the four 
northern states of the Peninsula, namely Terengganu, Kelantan, Kedah, and Perlis. At 
about the same time, the ruler of Johor signed an agreement with the British seeking 
protection from his enemies. As a result, Malaya was divided into three distinct groups: 
the Straits Settlements of Penang, Malacca, and Singapore, the Federated Malay States of 
Pahang, Perak, Selangor, and Negeri Sembilan, and the Unfederated Malay States 
(UFMS) of Johor, Kelantan, Terengganu, Perlis, and Kedah. The Straits Settlement and 
the FMS were under the jurisdiction of a British Governor while the power and influence 
over the UFMS were exercised through a British advisor in each of those states 
(Abdullah, 19). 
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Administrative Structure 
The administrative 'structure of FMS resembled that of a crown colony whereby the 
British Resident of each state acted a s  the chief executive. The administration of the 
states was further divided into several administrative districts. A British District Officer 
was then responsible as collector of land revenues, Magistrate, and as general 
administntor with special responsibility for the Malay population of the states (Gullick 
1981). Meanwhile, a traditional concept of local government was preserved in which a 
"Penghulu" (Village Headman) continued tb perform minor administrative and policing 
jobs. The continuation of the traditional system was essential to reduce resistance fiom 
tlie masses as well as to ensure continued submission of the locals to the British 
government. 
The top positions in the MCS continued to be occupied by British officials. The Malays, 
on the other hand, ohly filled the lower positions and performed mostly minor tasks such 
as clerical duties and police duties. Yet, these Malay officials continued to act as the 
intermediaries between the British administrators and the local masses. The lack of 
Malay officials in the top management positions in the MCS was a cause of concern for 
Malay political leaders. Hence, in 1910, the Malay Administrative Service (MAS)' was 
established to ensure a qualified pool of Malay officials who could be promoted to MCS 
(Puthucheary, 11). However, the rate of promotion among senior Malay ofiicials in MAS 
to the MCS was extremely low. This was largely a result of lower qualifications among 
Malay administrators. While claiming that these Malay officials were not prepared to 
handle responsibilities in managerial positions, the British were reluctant to provide 
adequate training to equip these officials for higher positions. Hence, the normal process 
for MAS officials to be promoted to MCS took a minimum of ten years. As a result, only 
31 Malay officials had successfully gained employment in MCS by 1941 (Puthucheary, 
12). 
The invasion of the Japanese army on February 15, 1942, which lasted for almost three 
years, temporarily halted the colonial administration. There was no significant 
administrative development during this time. After the war, the British government 
decided to establish a single administrative unit covering all the states in Malaya with the 
exception of Singapore (Tregonning 1964). Thus, the Malayan Union was formed in late 
i945. Howevei, ihe Union came under severe atiack from Malay political leaders who 
disagreed with a very liberal citizenship requirement for the newly formed British 
2 MAS was created especially for Malays. It was intended to be a filter service to the MCS. Malay officials 
who were selected as probationers would undergo three-year course before they were absorbed in the MCS. 
In the MAS, these officials had to pass through three classes before being promoted. The process nonnally 
took a minimum often years and by the time they were promoted, these officials would already be in their 
middle or late thirties. As a result, they automatically wouldn't be eligible for senior positions because by 
the time their promotions were up, they already reached their retirement age of fifty. James de Vere Allen 
(1968) describes the pitiful experience the Malay oficials had to go through in the MAS. He basically 
paints MAS as "at the worst it was a blind alley, a decoy for legitimate Malay aspirations; at the best lt 
acted as a large funnel into which ambitious Malays were thrust and where they were-very slowly-- 
processed. Those who were impatient, 'uppish' or ungentlemanly stayed in the funnel forever--or 
resigned. Those who, to their equal credit, passed the test, were allowed to percolate through into the MCS 
itself, but only in manageable numbers and in such a way that they would never present a serious challenge 
to the promotion ambitions oftheir British colleagues" (p. 49). 
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colony. Under intense pressure from Malay political leaders, the British colonial 
adrninistnrtion .dissolved the Malayan Union and instead formed the Federation of 
Malaya on February I, 1948. Under &is new federal system, federal government 
remained the sovereign power and states and local government were still under the direct 
authority af British offioials (Gullick 1981), 
Post-Colonial Administrafion (1957-1970) 
On August 31, 1957, Malaya officially gained independence fiwm the British 
government However, even if Malaya was no longer under direct supervision from the 
British colonial government, its hureaucmcy was still staffed by expatriate officers. 
Higher civil strrvice remained exclusively in the hands of British officials. As a result, 
there was a deliberate attempt by the counttyk leaders to slowly integrate Malaya's 
oornmunity into the civil service. The "Malayanization Scheme2+as then e&blished in 
1956 to slowly replace the expatfiate offic*ials with the locally recruited nati~e officials 
and was successfully completed in 1965 (Puthucheary, 533. 
The scheme brought significant changes to the demographic characteristic of the civil 
service. In particular, there was a significant reduction of expatriate officials in MCS, 
from 6% in July 1957 to only 92% in 1962 (Tilman 1964). The following table 
illustrates the changing trend of higher civil servants after the implementation of the 
Malayanization Scheme. 
Table 1.1 Ethnic Representation in the Highm Civil Service (1957 and 1962) 
Source: Robert 0. Tilman. 1964. Bumm@atic Transition in Malaya. Cambridge - 
University Press: London, p. 70 
However, the Malayanization Scheme was implemented without regard to the ethnic 
background of civil servahts. Thus;there was a clear inequality among ethnic groups in 
the higher civil service. For example, the Malays continued to dominate the 
administrative and semi-professional services largely due to their lack of prokssional and 
technical qualifications. On the other ha& the colonial educational policy that allowed 
English education for the non-Malays e&ed them to dominate professional and 
technical services such as the judicial and legal services, medical as well as public work 
services. Malay administrators tended to concentrate on the admiitrative services while 
minority administrators were overly represented in the professional services. 
The ethnic'separation based upon function in the higher civil. service continued to 
proliferam among the new recruits. The English-educated Chinese and Indians benefit& 
most in terms of employment opportunities. In her thesis, Diana Ooi (1966) succinctly 7 - ,  describes the advantage of an English education in that "there were three main avenues - 
of employment open to the English edncated-govemment, private commercial, and own - ' 
mployrnent. The field was limited in government service to the general cleai~al service, 
by far the largest unit, junior technical jobs to run the public utilities, teaching, and 
medieinea" (p. 37). The Malays, despite the quota system3 that gave them special 
privileges in employment in the publie service were unable to qualii for posts in the 
professional and technical services. The foll~wing bble ill~trates the concentration of 
new govemmt recruits in the civil swvice. The data indicate that Malays were mostly 
employed in the middle and lower echeions of the civil sewice while there were mom . 
non-Malays in the managerial and pqdfessional level. 
Table 1.2 Ethnic Compositions of New Recruits into the Federal Civil %mice, 1969- 
1972 
Clerical 
Total 120878 179.5 ( 5388 1 20.5 1 26266 1 100 






The predominance of Malays in the civil service was a great concern to non-Malay 
political leaders. These leaders accused the gvemment of purposely excluding the non- 
Malays Wgooemmernt jobs. Oni ~ t i o ~ w a s  tIiit wen  -if thFni&-aiEon-Mala~s 
far exceeded that of the Malays in the higher civil service, their number in the overall 
federal and state public services remained significantly lower than tbe Malays (Goh 
1968). As a re$ult, there was tension between Malay and non-Malay poliiml leaders and 
this confli~t was often cited as one of the major causes of the 1969 raee riots in Kuala 
3 Tbe quo*I systenl was justified b& upon the eounds that "...the special position of Malays should be 
retubed in the Civil Service and improved in the whole economic %Id. To this end wct& safeguards are 
necessary. is at once evident from the fad that in the F i  Division ofthe Mher bumhe of the public 
service, e x c l ~  Police, which other branehs have, as I have said, long beun open to Asian of all races, 
thereare today 235 non-Malay Asians as wmpamd with only 91 Malays. I therefore propose thaf, as one of 
the safegwds, the nwbcr of non-Malay F e d d  citiims who arc admitted inte the Malayan Civil Service 
shall be Limited to m e  for every four Malays admitted into that service in the fi~tm." This privilege was 
clWly o u f l i i  in the Pmceedings of the Legisl&ve Council of the Federatvn of M%@a $XI 29 November 
1952. 




























~ u m ~ u r . ~  On the other hand, Malay political leaders claimed that the deliberate attempt 
to give special preferences to Malays in government positions was to ensure adequate 
Malay representation especially in the professional and technical services. The colonial 
administration, which concentrated on providing general education for the Malays, had 
indeed deprived them of their opportunities to fill in managerial positions in the civil 
service. Hence, the quota system was necessary as a short-term measure to achieve 
proportionate representation in the government sector. In the long run, more educational 
opportunities would be provided to the Malay community so that they could compete on 
an equal basis with the non-Malays. In addition, the Malay leaders also claim that Malays 
had also felt alienated by the lack of opportunities for Malays to gain employment in the 
private sector, which was dominated exclusively by the n o n - ~ a l a ~ s . ~  
The New Economic Policy (1970-1990) 
The racial animosity and ethnic tensions that reached their peak in the 1969 racial riots 
prompted the government to remedy the racial inequalities. As a result, the New 
Economic Policy (NEP) was launched in 1970, which specifically aimed to eliminate the 
identification of race with economic function as well as to eradicate poverty among all 
races (Ariffin 1992). Government would aggressively intervene to ensure that over a 
twenty-year period the Bumiputra share of the country's economy would expand from 2 
percent in 1970 to 30 percent in 1990. Government would also provide more 
employment opportunities for Malays especially in managerial and professional 
positions. Preferential treatment would be given to Bumiputra for entrance into the 
university system. Mandarin and Tamil-medium schooling were maintained and given 
sufficient funding. 
Evaluation of the NEP after 1990 indicated a positive progress, though not substantive, in 
the Malay community. A large urban middle class has been created and Malay equity in 
the economy has increased to 20 percent, somewhat less than the original target of 30 
percent. Malays are widely represented in managerial positions whether in public or 
private sectors. Malay leaders opine that without government-directed social engineering 
programs they would not have been able to break the inherently unjust division of labor 
from the colonial legacy that victimized them individually and collectively (Esman 
1394). 
Meanwhile, while non-Malays had not suffered economically from the NEP, they 
complained of discrimination in higher education and in government employment. They 
fear that preferential treatment given to Bumiputra will be a permanent feature and thus 
deprive them of fair competition in government as well as in the private sector. By 
emphasizing that social equity is a necessary ingredient for a stable and harmonious 
society, they continue to press the government to respect their legitimate rights as 
citizens. 
4 For further discussion of this issue, see Tlre May 13 Trugedy. 1969. A Report by the National Operations 
Council. Kuala Lumpur 
The May 13 Tragedy, 23-24 
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The Concept of ~ a l a ~  Special Rights - 
The Special Rights of Malay is essential in discussing the theory of representative 
bureaucracy. The Bumiputras, a group comprised of the Malays and other indigenous 
groups, feel that they should have a dominant place in the govemment and the public 
service. As a result, the concept of Malay Special Rights was manifested and guaranteed 
under Article 153 of the Federal Constitution which "stipulates that the King is 
responsible for safeguarding the special positions of the Bumiputras and shall reserve for 
the Bumiputras a reasonable proportion of the positions in the public service, educational 
institutions, scholarships, and business permits or licences" (Abdullah Hj Abdul Rahim 
1988, 13). To this effect, the quota system had been implemented in the selection of civil 
servants in the Judicial and Legal Service, the External Affairs Service, and the Customs 
Service (Means 1972). 
The concept of Malay Special Rights originated with the British rule in the Malay states 
in 1874. The philosophy behind this concept was that even though Malays were 
subjected to British colonialism, they were still the rightful owner of the country. As 
such, the British felt that the positions of the Malays should be protected and maintained 
through a special status. The large-scale migration of Chinese and Indian labors into the 
country further alienated the Malays from the main economic activities. Thus, in order to 
maintain a colonial rule that would be seen as in the interests of the indigenous Malays, 
the concept of "protection" was introduced by the British (Lim 1985). 
In Malaysia, ethnic representation in the civil service has been a major political issue 
since the colonial time.6 The colonial government actively recruited British officers to fill 
the higher positions in the Malaysian civil service while leaving the subordinate posts to 
the local citizens. Meacwhile, the English-educated Chinese and Indian immigrants also 
benefited from this arrangement because an English education paved the way for 
employment in government as well as private enterprises (Diana Ooi 1966). The local 
community, namely the Malays, was not in a position to work in the upper echelon of the 
civil service because they were mainly in the Malay-educated schools. The British 
continued to domiuaie tlie tipper level of the civil sewice until the late i950s when the 
new government implemented the "Malayanization Scheme" aimed at replacing the 
expatriate officers with local officers. This scheme ensured a greater number of Malay 
officers in the senior bureaucracy. 
Meanwhile, the communist insurgency during the 1950s forced the government to 
differentiate between the Chinese whose loyalty was to Malaysia and those whose loyalty 
was in doubt. As a result of this, in 1952 General Sir Gerald Templer, the British High 
Commissioner at the time, introduced a quota system in the recruitment of non-Malays 
into the senior bureaucracy. This move was justified based on the fact that 
6 Malaysia was under the British rule until it gained independence on August 3 1, 1957. 
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... The special position of the Malays should be retained in the Civil Service 
and improved in the whole economic field. To this end certain safeguards 
are necessary. This is at once evident from the fact that in the First Division 
of the other branches of the public service, excluding Police, which other 
branches have, as I have said, long been open to Asians of all races, there 
are today 235 non-Malay Asians as compared with only 91 Malays. I 
therefore propose that, as one of the safeguards, the number of non-Malay 
Federal citizens who are admitted into the Malayan Civil Service shall be 
limited to one for every four Malays admitted into that service in the future.' 
After Malaysia celebrated its independence in 1957, the economically underprivileged 
Malay community dominated the political landscape. As a result, the Constitution was set 
up in such a way that it gave preferential treatment to the Malay community. For 
example, Article 153 of the Federal Constitution gives the Yang di- Pertuan Agong (the 
King) the authority, on the advice of the cabinet, to reserve for the Malays, "such 
proportion as he may deem reasonable of positions in the public service" (Sheridan and 
Groves 1967, 184). Consequently, the quota system for the Malays in the higher civil 
service remains in effect. Notwithstanding, Article 136 of the Constitution further 
stipulates that all officers in the public service must be treated impartially and 
discrimination on the basis of race is forbidden. The quota or preferential system 
guaranteed the dominance of the Malay officers at the higher level of the civil service 
especially in the Judiciary, External Affairs, and Customs. In the meantime, no quotas 
were in place for the professional and technical services. Table 1.3 illustrates the new 
hend in the composition of the federal higher civil service in 1970 and 1980. 
Table 1.3 Ethnic Composition of the Federal Higher Civil Service (Division I Posts) 
"- 







However, despite the quota system. the Malay community was still underrepresented in 
the higher civil service. The gap was more apparent especially in the professional and 
technical services. Because of their educational background, Malay officers tended to 
concentrate on the administrative and semi-professional services as shown in Table 1.4. 
7 Proceedings of the Legislalive Co~mncil of tlte Federalion of Maloy. 19 November 1952. 




96 i (20.3%j 
284 (5.9%) 
4,744 (100%) 





3 18 (1.78%) 
17,891 (100%) 
Table 1.4 Ethnic Composition of Selected Services in the Federal Higher Civil Service, 
1968 (percentage) 
The predominance of Malays in the higher civil service has become a source of heated 
political debates among Malay and non-Malay political leaders and has been officially 
highlighted as one of the major causes of the 1969 racial riots in Kuala Lumpur? Yet, the 
proponents of the quota system argue that the quota is necessary to fix short-term 
problem of achieving adequate Malay representation in the higher civil service, 
particularly in the science and technical fields. Secondly, the main reason for 
implementing the quota system is the legacy of the colonial administration, which was 
keen' on providing only general education for Malays so that they continued to fill 
positions in administrative and semi-professional jobs such as Customs, Postal, and 
Immigration Departments. Table 1.5 compares the educational level of Malay officers 







Table 1.5 Educational Levels of the Higher Civil Service by Ethnic Origin, 1971 
(percentage) 
Source: Milton Esman. 1974. Administ~ation and Development in Malaysia. New York: - 







school ~ e v e l  123.1% 1 2.4% 
Total 100% 1 100% 
Source: List of Officers in the Malaysian Kome and Foreign Service, Federal Staff List, 
1971 
Highest Educational Attainment 










Colonization as well as the socio-cultural milieu that permeates traditional society 
reinforce the stereotype that women's role is limited to taking care of the domestic sphere 
(Jamilah Ariffin 1992). As a result, the issue of female representation in the civil service 




8 A Malayan Civil Service (MCS) was created by the British Colonial government to protect British 
interests as well as the British subjects in Malaya. I t  was similar to the British Administrative Class. 
The May 13 Tragedy: A report by the Nulional Operations (?ouncil. 1969. Kuala Lumpur 


















when government introduced various educational reforms aimed at increasing the entry 
of women into. schools and universities. Since then, a large number of women have 
entered the job market. For example, statistics reveal that the percentage of women in the 
government service's workforce increased steadily from 13.7% in 1957 to 27.0% in 1980 
and to 30.6% in 1987 (Jamilah Ariff~n 1992). Even though women are making substantial 
inroads into government service, their presence is limited to the lower echelon in the civil 
service. Consequently, the issue has drawn much debate especially from various women 
politicians and non-governmental organizations, which argue that since women now 
comprise half of the population1o, their presence in positions of power and authority such 
as in the higher civil service is essential to insure that interests of women are taken care 
of. The argument clearly bodes well for the proponents of representative bureaucracy 
who claim that a bureaucracy is only legitimate if its composition reflects the population 
it serves. 
Data on women in the civil service, especially during the pre-independence period, is 
lacking, but scattered evidence indicates the contribution of women as low-level manual 
workers as far back as 1921. These women were mainly Chinese and Indian immigrants. 
The increase of formal education among Malay women in the 1940s saw a small number 
of them venturing into government jobs as teachers, nurses, and clerical staffs. However, 
it was only after independence that the number of women in government service grew 
considerably (Jamilah Ariffin 1992). Compared to men, women employees had to go 
though several obstacles before achieving equal status with men. For instance, it was 
only in 1964 that women were admitted into the Malaya Civil Service, now known as the 
Administrative and Diplomatic Service. Five years later, women employees began to 
enjoy equal pay with their male counterparts and by 1971 they were accorded permanent 
employment status regardless of their marital status. 
The provisions that enable women to become permanent civil service employees 
certainly help them increase their share in the public service workforce. While the 
proportion of male officers is declining, female officers continue to show their presence 
in the government. For example, women only made up of 13.7% in 1957 but rose to 27% 
in 1980 and 30.6% in 1987. On the contrary, men's proportion continued to spiral 
downward from 86.3% in 1957, to 73% in 1980 and 69.4% in 1987. Table 1.6 depicts the 
composition of civil service based on gender. 
Table 1.6 Staff in the Government Sector by Gender (percentage) 
Pelanduk Publications, p. 117 
l o  According to the 2000 Census, there are i 1.42 rn~ll~on women in Malaysia out oftotal population of 
23.27 million. Further, there are 3 24 mill~on women who are employed in various sectors throughout the 
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Although the number of women in the civil service continues to grow, the increase is 
notable in only a few sectors such as education and health services. In addition, the rapid 
increase of women in the government tends to be predominantly concentrated on the 
lower echelon of the civil serv ice~~omen 's  entrance into key positions of power and 
authority, especially in Division A group, continues to be notably lacking." Specifically, 
women are concentrated on the National Archives, Education Service, Department of 
Inland Revenue, and Medical and Health Services. Table 1.7 illustrates the distribution of 
women in various groups in the government. 
Table 1.7 Distribution of Women in the Civil Service According to Divisional Group 
Printing Office 
The New Economic Policy (NEP) that was established in 1970 further enhanced the 
educational opportunities for Malay women. This opportunity subsequently paved the 
way for their participation in both the public and private sectors. As a result, Malay 
female representation in the higher civil service has also risen significantly &om the 
previous time. Table 1.8 shows the number of women in the higher civil service in 1980 
as compared to 1971. Although their presence is significantly higher, it still pales in 
comparison to the number of male officers at that level. What is worse, women officers 












I 1  The Trusted Salary Commission of Malaya establlshedthe classification system in the civil service in 
1947. Under this classification, occupations were divided into five categories: Division I, 11, Ill, IV, and the 
Industrial and Manual Group. However, the Tun Suffian Report in 1970 reduced the categories to only four 
based on functions and salary: managerial and professional; executive and subpmfessional; clerical and 
technical; and indust1 ial and manual workers. This classification was again under review in 1977 when the 
Cabinet Committee Report classified the category based on academic qualification. Thus, Group A consists 
of officers with university degree, Group B-Diploma and Higher School Certificate, Group C- 
Malaysian Certificate of Education, and Group D-anything Iowa than Malaysian Certificate of 
Education 
l2 Administrative and Diplomatic Service, formerly known as MCS, is the elite core of government civil 
service. 
Source: Government of Malaysia. 1988. Federal Staff List. Kuala Lumpur: Government 
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Table 1-8 Composition of Women in the MCS, 1971 and 1980 
Year 
In terms of ethnicity, in 1971, there was only one non-Malay woman in the MCS. 
However, their number rose to 45 in 1980. 'Ibis phenomenon is not unusual because non- 
Malay women who are in English-educated medium tend to secure their positions in 
professional and technical fields such as medicine and public works just like the non- 
Malay public officers. Table 1.9 below illustrates the difference between the numbers of 
Malay female officers in various services compared to non-Malay female officers. The 
fact that non-Malay officers had the highest representation in the medical service and 
public works was due to various opportunities provided to them to pursue courses in 
medicine, engineering, and other professional fields that require English education. 
1971 
1980 
Table 1.9 Ethnic Co~npositions of Women in Selected Services in the Higher Civil 
Service, 1971 and 1980 
Number of Women 
in the MCS 
(MaIavs. Chinese. 
Source: 1971 and 1980 figures were based on Federal Staff list of 1971 and 1980. 
Source: 1971 figures calculated from Federal Staff list of 1971; 1980 figures calculated 
from Federal Staff list of 1980 
indiani, and others)' 
16 
150 
The advancement of women in Malaysia is often dependent upon their access to decision 
makers in politics and government. Historically, women employees had to face several 
obstacles before being accepted into the civil service. The equal pay as well as the 
permanent employment status had been in place only fourteen years since the country 
gained its independence. Despite their slow progress, women's participation in 
government services has steadily increased from 27 percent in 1980 to 33.6 percent in 
Total Number of 
MCS Officers 






1991 (Mansor and Rosnah 1993). Several factors are important in this regard, the most 
significant being the increased opportunities to be educated in institutions of higher 
learning. In addition, the expansion of government services in such areas as education, 
health, and welfare helped fuel the demand for women civil servants. However, the 
largest concentration of women in the public workforce tends to be in the lower echelon 
posts such as clerks, stenographs, and manual workers. In 1984, only 244 women or 1.1 
percent were in professional and managerial positions. The number rose to 19,032 (8.9%) 
in 1987 and 25,050 (10.5%) in 1991. Table 1.10 shows the distribution of women in the 
different divisions in government. 
Table 1.10 Distribution of Women in the Government Services 
- 
Printing Office 
In addition to lack of women in managerial positions, women also tend to be 
concentrated in traditional jobs such as in health, medical, and education services. They 
still align themselves with gender stereotypical roles such as providers of care and child 
rearing. There are also a lot more women nurses than doctors or hospital administrators. 
The under representation of women in the management and professional division is 
clearly a cause of concern for many women leaders. The gap between men and women's 
representation widens as they move to higher divisions. In 1999, women made up of 
almost 50 percent of the total registered voters (Ahmad 1999). Yet, their presence in the 
decision-making level either in government or politics is not very encouraging compared 
to their overall population.'3 For example, there are only three women cabinet ministers 
in the government today, an increase of one since 1990.'~ In the federal, state, and local 
government, women employees constitute a higher percentage in the support groups 
rather than in top management positions. See table 1.11. 
l 3  In the2000 National Census, there were 11.42 million women while 11.85 million were men. 
I4  For further information, see the Prime Minister Department's website at http:/lwww.pmo.gov.myl 
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Table 1.11 Women in Malaysian Public Service, 1999 
Title of Post 
FOP Four 
Levels) 
I I I I I I I I 
Source: Aminah Ahmad. 1999. Women in Malaysia. Report Prepared for Asian 
Development Bank and the Government of Malaysia 
Women in top 
decision-making level 




~ a n a g e m e n t ' ~  
In spite of the significant progress in government employment compared to thirty years 
ago, gender equality remains an important issue in the context of ensuring an equitable 
representation of women especially in the top management positions in government 
services. The lack of women in the higher echelon of bureaucracy is clearly an issue that 
needs to be addressed quickly by the government. In addition, the ever-increasing role of 
women in all sectors in Malaysia makes it even necessary to have more women in the 





Two conclusions can be drawn from comparisons of the ethnic and gender composition 
of the Malaysian higher civil service since the independence. First, all major ethnic 
groups are fairly represented in the higher civil service. Even though.Malays are over 
represented in the general administrative service, they are still underrepresented in the 
professional and technical areas of the higher civil service. Likewise, the non-Malays 
have a higher representation in the professional fields compared to the general 
administrative service. Second, women are underrepresented in the higher civil service. 
Specifically, Malay women continue to .be underrepresented in the professional and 
Women in top 
decision-making 




This is the top management level in government service. Those who occupy this positions range from the 
Secretary General, Deputy Secretary General, Director General, and heads of the department. 
16 This level is for professionals and administrators who at least posses auniversity degree. 
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50.0 517 15.6 135 22.7 
technical services. The increase of educated women in the labor market and the fact that 
female population comprise half of the country's population makes it neces.sary to have 
more women in the higher civil service. 
# 
As of late, attempts have been made by the government through various measures such as 
constitutional change, executive orders, as well as establishment of the Ministry of 
Women and Family Development to correct the imbalance of women in government, 
politics, and private sector. It seems that women have steadily increased their 
participation in Group A posts, particularly in key positions of power and authority. Ye< 
the issue that continues to be debated is whethefthe presence of women and minorities in 
the higher civil service yields benefits to their groups, such that the policy decisions they 
make promote the interests and demands of women and minority groups. 
Policy Implications 
The analysis suggests that government agencies need to create a culture that values 
diversity and encourages substantive policy decisions that promote the interests and 
wishes of historically disadvantaged groups. The first step is to build a diversity 
awareness program. The program will focus on administrators to make sure that they 
have an increased sensitivity to the multicultural differences that exist among the co- 
workers and the customers. The second step is to set up a training program for managers 
to teach diversity skills. The training modules should be geared toward recognizing the 
value of diversity in different teams and demonstrating how diverse teams are more 
creative and productive than homogenous teams. The third step is to form diversity 
resource groups that allow employees with a similar background such as people with 
disabilities, parents, women, and minorities to come together to support one another. The 
fourth step involves emphasizing on merit-based performance system. An effective and 
efficient public service consisting those who are well-qualified is needed for meeting 
citizen expectations and national competitiveness in an increasing global and borderless 
international environment. In addition, a fuller merit system with less gender and ethnic 
preference is necessary to attract talent and motivate staff to improve their performance. 
More importantly, government agencies should create a culture of inclusion so that the 
high achievers and the best talent seeking careers in the civil service will be encouraged 
to apply employment in government. 
Finally, the progress towards making bureaucracy in Malaysia more representative is 
heading in a good direction. In Mei 16,2008 the pay structure for civil servants has been 
revised and the new pay system offers attractive package for those who want to work in 
the civil service. As a result, the number of Chinese and Indian candidates who appIied to 
work in the public sector has increased significantly. For example, there were 5,421 
Chinese and 6,113 Indians who applied for work in the Public Service Department in 
2007 compared to only 1,347 for Chinese and 1,953 Indians who had applied in 2006. In 
addition, government has also allocated one percent of the total workforce in the 
government for disadvantaged groups. This policy is aimed at encouraging more 
disadvantaged people to apply to work in the civil service. 
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